We evaluated the possible use of a sexually dimorphic plumage trait as a status signal in inter-and intrasexual social interactions in free-living house sparrows, Passer domesticus. Males with larger black throat patches (bibs) tended to be dominant regardless of the opponent's sex. This relationship was maintained after controlling for body size and age in multivariate analyses. However, the nature of social interactions varied according to the sex of the opponent and a male's bib size. Males with larger bibs tended to be less aggressive to male opponents, and received significantly less aggression from those birds, a key predicted benefit of a status signal. However, when the opponent was a female, males with large bibs displayed significantly more aggression than males with small bibs, and this relationship persisted even after controlling for the dominance status of the participants. Females were significantly more aggressive towards male opponents than towards female opponents, and females interacting with two males of known bib size were more aggressive to the one with the larger bib. These results suggest that the bib of male house sparrows may be a signal of status, but that in interactions with females, the bib may also have other functions. Frequent testing by females of the underlying quality being signalled by the bib may be linked to later mate choice, and might be adaptive if the information value of the bib varies among years. Such testing may also contribute to mechanisms for maintaining the bib as a reliable signal of status.
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Aggressive interactions over resources are common in social species (e.g. Rowell 1974; Piper 1997; Pusey & Packer 1997) . These interactions may be beneficial because they can lead to increased access to resources, and costly because of the energy expended and risk of injury involved in fighting. Because of the costs, selection ought to favour traits that limit unnecessary fights. One way for individuals to minimize costs is to assess an opponent's ability early in an interaction and retreat if the opponent is likely to win an escalated fight. Many social animals engage in displays or reveal distinctive traits during interactions (e.g. Dawkins & Krebs 1978) , stimulating the idea that these traits are signals providing information about individual abilities (e.g. Butcher & Rohwer 1988; Adams & Caldwell 1990; Cucco & Malacarne 1999) . For example, Rohwer (1975) proposed that distinctive winter plumage colours in birds could signal an individual's dominance status to others, thereby reducing the number of interactions that lead to fighting, and providing a benefit for both signaller and receiver (see also Parker 1974; Enquist 1985; Maynard Smith & Harper 1988; Johnstone 1997) .
The hypothesis that a trait serves as a status signal yields several predictions. First, the magnitude of the signal should be correlated with status. Many studies have found correlations between a particular signal and dominance status (e.g. Rohwer 1975; Ketterson 1979; Watt 1986; Järvi & Bakken 1984; Møller 1987a; Jones 1990; Senar et al. 1993) . These studies are an important step in exploring the role of signals in social interactions, but they do not provide convincing evidence for status signalling because of the potential for other variables to be associated with the trait and to cause dominance, while the trait itself has no signal function. More convincing evidence would require experimental manipulation of the signal and an observed effect on social interactions. Experiments in which the putative signal is altered have shown that enhanced individuals rise in social status upon encountering unfamiliar opponents (Fugle et al. 1984; Rohwer 1985; Järvi et al. 1987; Holberton et al. 1989; Lemel & Wallin 1993) .
